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? ? ? ?
Synopsis: This paper aims to rethink the role and character of Will
Ladislaw in George Eliot’s Middlemarch. His characterization has been
regarded as an artistic failure for the simple reason that his character
is not convincing or is incompatible with the narrative mode of Middle-
march. But, instead of dismissing him as the sole defect of this great
work of fiction, we should rather focus on his functional role in the text.
Though Middlemarch has no authoritative voice that may control
other narrative voices, it seems to need a textual force which fulfills the
heroine’s wishes and induces the readers to sympathize with her. For
the realization of this type of narrative, George Eliot has created an
ideal character in Will Ladislaw.
Just as the text of Middlemarch itself aspires to tell the story in
multiple voices, we are obliged to interpret this enigmatic character
from multiple perspectives.
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Rereading Middlemarch makes me unhappy only when I have
to contemplate Will Ladislaw, an idealized portrait of George Henry
Lewes, George Eliot’s not unworthy lover. Otherwise, the novel
compels aesthetic awe in me, if only because it alone, among novels,
raises moral reflection to the level of high art.?Bloom 6?
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. . . we have not found ourselves believing in Ladislaw as we believe
in Dorothea, in Mary Garth, in Rosamond, in Lydgate, in Mr.
Brooke and Mr. Casaubon. He is meant indeed, to be a light crea-
ture . . . and a light creature certainly should not be heavily drawn.
The author, who is evidently very fond of him, has found for him
here and there some charming and eloquent touches; but in spite of
these he remains vague and impalpable to the end. . . . It strikes us
as an oddity in the author’s scheme that she should have chosen
just this figure of Ladislaw as the creature in whom Dorothea was
to find her spiritual compensations.?James 356?
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One morning, some weeks after her arrival at Lowick, Dorothea?
but why always Dorothea? Was her point of view the only possible
one with regard to this marriage? I protest against all our interest,
all our effort at understanding being given to the young skins that
look blooming in spite of trouble; for these too will get faded, and
will know the older and more eating griefs which we are helping to
neglect. In spite of blinking eyes and white moles objectionable to
Celia, and the want of muscular curve which was morally painful to
Sir James, Mr Casaubon had an intense consciousness within him,
and was spiritually a-hungered like the rest of us.?MM 278?
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She was open, ardent, and not in the least self-admiring; in-
deed, it was pretty to see how her imagination adorned her sister
Celia with attractions altogether superior to her own, and if any
gentleman appeared to come to the Grange from some other motive
than that of seeing Mr Brooke, she concluded that he must be in
love with Celia: Sir James Chettam, for example, whom she con-
stantly considered from Celia’s point of View, inwardly debating
whether it would be good for Celia to accept him.?MM 10?
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As Celia bent over the paper, Dorothea put her cheek against
her sister’s arm caressingly. Celia understood the action. Dorothea
saw that she had been in the wrong, and Celia pardoned her. Since
they could remember, there had been a mixture of criticism and
awe in the attitude of Celia’s mind towards her sister. The younger
had always worn a yoke; but is there any yoked creature without
its private opinions? MM 15?
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‘Dorothea!’ he said, with a gentle surprise in his tone. ‘Were
you waiting for me?’
‘Yes, I did not like to disturb you.’
‘Come, my dear, come. You are young, and need not to extend
your life by watching.’
When the kind quiet melancholy of that speech fell on Dorot-
hea’s ears, she felt something like the thankfulness that might well
up in us if we had narrowly escaped hurting a lamed creature. She
put her hand into her husband’s, and they went along the broad
corridor together.?MM 427?
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He had not had much foretaste of happiness in his previous
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life. To know intense joy without a strong bodily frame, one must
have an enthusiastic soul. Mr Casaubon had never had a strong
bodily frame, and his soul was sensitive without being enthusiastic.
. . . His experience was of that pitiable kind which shrinks from
pity, and fears most of all that it should be known: it was that
proud narrow sensitiveness which has not mass enough to spare for
transformation into sympathy, and quivers thread-like in small cur-
rents of self-preoccupation or at best of an egoistic scrupulosity.
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Motivation in a novel like Middlemarch is a code of causality.
It aims to convince us that the characters act as they do not simply
because it suits the interests of the plot . . . but because a combina-
tion of factors, some internal, some external, plausibly cause them
to do so. Motivation in the realist novel tends to be, in Freudian
language??overdetermined,?that is to say, any given action is the
product of several drives or conflicts derived from more than one
level of the personality; whereas in folk-tale or traditional romance
a single cause suffices to explain behavior?the hero is always cou-
rageous because he is the hero, the witch is always malevolent be-
cause she is a witch, etc. . . .?Lodge, The Art of Fiction 183?
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She must have made some original romance for herself in this
marriage. And if Mr Casaubon had been a dragon who had carried
her off to his lair with his talons simply and without legal forms, it
would have been an unavoidable feat of heroism to release her and
fall at her feet. But he was something more unmanageable than a
dragon: he was a benefactor with collective society at his back, and
he was at that moment entering the room in all the unimpeachable
correctness of his demeanour, while Dorothea was looking animated
with a newly aroused alarm and regret, and Will was looking ani-
mated with his admiring speculation about her feelings.?MM
209?
. . . Will Ladislaw always seemed to see more in what she said than
she herself saw. Dorothea had little vanity, but she had the ardent
woman’s need to rule beneficently by making the joy of another
soul. Hence the mere chance of seeing Will occasionally was like a
lunette opened in the wall of her prison, giving her a glimpse of the
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Poor Mr Casaubon felt . . . that no man had juster cause for
disgust and suspicion than he. Young Ladislaw, he was sure, meant
to defy and annoy him, meant to win Dorothea’s confidence and sow
her mind with disrespect, and perhaps aversion, towards her hus-
band. Some motive beneath the surface had been needed to account
for Will’s sudden change of course in rejecting Mr Casaubon’s aid
and quitting his travels; and this defiant determination to fix him-
self in the neighbourhood by taking up something so much at vari-
ance with his former choice as Mr Brooke’s Middlemarch projects,
revealed clearly enough that the undeclared motive had relation to
Dorothea. Not for one moment did Mr Casaubon suspect Dorothea
of any doubleness: he had no suspicions of her, but he had . . . the
positive knowledge that her tendency to form opinions about her
husband’s conduct was accompanied with a disposition to regard
Will Ladislaw favourably and be influenced by what he said.?MM
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. . . it was a violent shock of repulsion from her departed husband,
who had had hidden thoughts, perhaps perverting everything she
said and did. Then again she was conscious of another change
which also made her tremulous; it was a sudden strange yearning
of heart towards Will Ladislaw. It had never before entered her
mind that he could, under any circumstances, be her lover?. . . .
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‘Explain! . . . I never had a preference for her, any more than I have
a preference for breathing. No other woman exists by the side of
her. I would rather touch her hand if it were dead, than I would
touch any other woman’s living.’?MM 778?
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Marriage, which has been the bourne of so many narratives, is
still a great beginning, as it was to Adam and Eve, who kept their
honeymoon in Eden, but had their first little one among the thorns
and thistles of the wilderness. It is still the beginning of the home
epic. . . .?MM 832?
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